T cell progenitors in the murine small intestine.
Lymphocytes in the murine small intestine epithelium are known to have a high proportion of extrathymic T cells. To explore the possibility that small intestine intraepithelial lymphocytes (IELs) are derived from T cell progenitors present within the intestine, intestine-derived cells with characteristics of early-stage T cell precursors were studied for their ability to regenerate IEL T cell populations following transfer into irradiated recipient mice. Cells within this population lacked markers of mature T cells but expressed heat-stable antigen, the c-kit receptor for stem cell factor, and/or the pre-T cell alpha gene. Upon adoptive transfer, donor cells preferentially homed to the intestine and did not repopulate the thymus or extraintestinal peripheral lymphoid tissues. IELs derived from the donor precursor pool included both (alpha beta and gamma delta T subsets and consisted of phenotypically heterogeneous cell populations defined by CD4 and CD8. These findings provide evidence that T cell progenitors located in the intestinal mucosa are the likely source of most intestinal IELs.